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The Panamanian government has awarded the sixth of seven indemnity payments to families
who were victims of the 1989 US invasion. Leaders of the neighborhood most affected by the
fighting during the invasion are considering an appeal to the Organization of American States
(OAS) to force the US to make restitution. On Jan. 20, Housing Minister Roosevelt Thayer presided
over the disbursement of US$1.7 million to 3,300 families who were made homeless during the
invasion ordered by former president George Bush (1988-1992) in December 1989 to capture Gen.
Manuel Noriega, wanted on narcotics charges in Miami. Most of the families who have received
compensation lived in the Panama City neighborhood of El Chorrillo. US forces concentrated their
attack on El Chorrillo because the main barracks of Noriega's Defense Forces were located there.
The January disbursement brought to US$8.5 million the amount delivered so far. In 1995, the
government promised to pay each family US$3,500 in seven payments for a total of US$11.55 million.
Funds for the compensation are being drawn from slot-machines revenues. According to figures
compiled by Panamanian human rights organizations, 2,000 Panamanian civilians were killed in the
invasion, although some estimates run much higher. The US government set the figure at around
200.

Lawyers say US, Panama covered up investigation
Lawyers for relatives of those killed put the figure at 3,000 and have attempted unsuccessfully to
get the OAS Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to investigate, clarify the number of
deaths, and recommend compensation from the US government. The victims' lawyers say the OAS
inquiry was systematically blocked by US authorities and by the administration of former president
Guillermo Endara (1989-1994), installed by the US after Noriega's capture.
Attorney Gilma Camargo accused the Panamanian government last September of covering up the
number of registered deaths. US military intelligence officers have tried to "frighten" witnesses
who had information about the deaths, she said in a press conference. Camargo also accused the
Panamanian government of blocking a 1995 investigation by Argentine forensic experts who were
examining remains in common graves found near Panama City. "We know that many Panamanians
were thrown into the sea and others are in common graves, and in some cases, whole families
disappeared," said Camargo.
According to Camargo, a witness to some of these events was prepared to testify before the OAS
commission about the clandestine removal of bodies. But before leaving for Washington, the witness
was warned by the Endara government that such testimony would be inconvenient for Panama in its
post-invasion relationship with the US.
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Meanwhile, the leading presidential candidate in the 1999 election, Martin Torrijos of the governing
Partido Revolucionario Democratica (PRD), has made it clear that if elected, the transfer of the
canal from the US to Panama and fulfillment of the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaties will be his major
concerns, not clarification of invasion-related deaths. In December, he said the invasion issue was
closed though not forgotten. The government's indemnity program has its critics. Hector Avila, a
community leaded from El Chorrillo, has criticized the government for using gambling profits to
fund the program. Since it is poorer Panamanians who play the slot machines, they end up paying
for the damage done to them by the US, Avila said. He added that the payments might not satisfy
the victims and suggested that they might begin demonstrations to force the US to pay additional
indemnities. (Sources: El Panama America, 03/04/98, 09/22/98; Spanish news service EFE, 12/23/98;
Notimex, 01/20/99)
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